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Temples of Caesar: The Politics of Renaissance Georgics
Translations
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Brigham Young University

Between the last years of Elizabeth I’s reign and the regicide of Charles I, three
major English translations of Virgil’s middle poem, the Georgics, were
published. Each translation appeared at a moment of religio-political crisis in
England, a coincidence made more significant by the ambivalent political stance
of Virgil’s text, which simultaneously communicates praise for Octavian and
suspicion about an imperial program that disenfranchised the agricultural
classes, an oversight which Virgil records in the Georgics as impiety. This
paper charts the ways in which seemingly innocent translation decisions
manage to perform a critical interrogation of monarchal authority, particularly
as it pertains to the administration of a state church. Shielded by the authority
of Virgil’s venerable text, the three Early Modern translators each interrogate
the relationship between national governance and religious polity, a project that
becomes more aggressive and more urgent in the later translations, as the status
and scope of Jacobean monarchic authority moves toward its fatal redefinition.

The last few years have seen an efflorescence of new English
translations of Virgil’s middle poem, the Georgics. There have
been no fewer than five new renderings of the Georgics since
2001, a profusion unprecedented since the years just following the
Second World War, and before that, since the seventeenth century.
This historical pattern of Georgics translations coming in bunches
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(or perhaps, more aptly, flocks) at moments of political instability
is not coincidental, I think. For, far from enacting a skittish retreat
from the political into the simple and stable labors of country
life—the good life, if you will—Virgil’s poem concerns itself
explicitly with instability and uncertainty. Its rural considerations
are never immune to the tumults of political life, but rather argue
for the necessity of intellectual labor to ensure the continuation of
social and political structures against the encroachments of chaos.
A little ancient history, for context: Virgil composed the
Georgics over a seven year period, from 36 to 29 B.C.E., so the
work would have been begun less than a decade after the
uncomfortable resolution of Roman civil war (49-45 B.C.E.), in
which Julius Caesar defeated the supporters of Pompey at
Pharsalus. Rome emerged from this first civil war only to enter
into another, following Julius Caesar’s assassination in 44 B.C.E.,
which pitted Julius’s heir Octavian (later Caesar Augustus) and his
ally Marc Antony against Brutus and the forces of Republicanism.
Though Octavian gained the triumph, the predictable rivalry
between Antony and Octavian flared into yet another conflict,
which culminated in the defeat of Antony’s (and Cleopatra’s)
forces at Actium in 31 B.C.E.
Virgil observed this political turmoil from an irresolute
position. On one hand, he had gained the patronage of Maecenas,
dedicatee of the Georgics, who was a member of Octavian’s inner
circle of advisors; hence under Maecenas’s sponsorship Virgil
enjoyed the kind of security that attends an established regime. On
the other hand, as the poet’s earlier Eclogues indicates, Virgil
clearly harbored real unease about imperial domestic policies,
especially the seizure of rural land and its reassignment to war
veterans, a practice which had radically changed the demographic
of his native Mantua.1 Virgil’s political ambivalence surfaces
throughout the Georgics, as for example in the contrast between
Book Two’s praise of Rome’s “warhorses charging haughty on the
1

Eclogue 1, explicitly, and famously, thematizes the divestiture of
agricultural land, as Meliboeus laments his new indigency to Tityrus.
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field” (“bellator equus campo sese arduus infert” [2.1452]), and
the indictment that closes Book One, where Virgil’s catalogue of
Rome’s sins include that she gives
No rightful honor to the plow; the croppers commandeered,
soil weeds to rot; and hooked sickles are forged to rigid
swords”
non ullus aratro
dignus honos, squalent abductis arva colonis
et curvae rigidum falces conflantur in ensem (1.506-508).

Though John Dryden’s remains the most well known
translation of the Georgics from the seventeenth century, it was in
fact preceded by three other English translations, each of which
garnered a measure of popular attention. Considering the civic
ambivalence of Virgil’s own text, it seems significant that each of
these three earlier translations appeared at a moment of religiopolitical crisis in England. The degree to which these translations
function as political commentary is keenly in evidence in the way
they handle the many passages that negotiate issues of piety or
statecraft—and even more so at moments where piety and
statecraft intersect. This essay will devote its attention to one such
node of intersection, a passage whose subtle integration of the
relationship between governance and worship provides its
translators with an opportunity to comment on their respective
historical moments. It is not surprising that such passages should
occasion editorializing in their Renaissance translators; after all,
the relationship between church and state becomes a flashpoint of
early modern controversy that ultimately culminates in England’s
own civil war.
The passage in question appears at the beginning of Book
Three. Virgil has just imagined a sort of artistic abduction, in
which he will seize the Muses from their Aonian home to his
native Mantua. The poet declares that, to mark this relocated site
2

All Latin citations from P. Virgili Maronis, Opera, ed. with
commentary by R.A.B. Mynors (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969). All English
translations, unless otherwise indicated, are mine.

Quidditas 28 (2007)

13

of inspiration, he will construct a marble shrine near the banks of
the Mantuan river Mincius. In a gesture clearly designed to
register the divine position of Rome’s emperor, Virgil announces,
“In medio mihi Caesar erit templumque tenebit” (3.16)—which
translated means, “In its center for me will be Caesar, and he will
hold the temple.”
I have tried in this inelegant literalism to preserve the
ambiguity of the word “tenebit”—he will hold. The Latin verb is a
supple term, which can mean anything along the spectrum of
holding, real and metaphoric: to grasp with the hands, or to
repress, or to occupy militarily, or to charm—that last, I suppose,
because of the hold it suggests on the attention. This line, with its
fusion of national and religious piety, clearly posits an association
between civic governance and worship. But how is this passage
rendered by our three Renaissance translators, each of whom is
working from a historical moment in which the relationship of the
monarch to the church is under debate?
Abraham Fleming published his Georgics in 1589, on the
heels of Spain’s aggressions against Elizabeth’s monarchy, which
of course climaxed in a sunken Armada. This event would have
represented a significant religio-historical moment for Fleming,
who was an avowed Protestant, and a dedicated supporter of
Elizabeth against what he perceived to be the conquistadoring
intentions of continental Catholicism. In fact, in his capacity as the
general editor for the 1587 edition of Raphael Holinshed’s
Protestant-nationalist Chronicles, Fleming inserted a number of
anti-Catholic comments into that text, including this tart summary
of Elizabeth’s sister’s time on the throne:
Thus farre the troublesome reigne of Queene Mary the first of
that name (God grant she may be the last of hir religion),
eldest daughter to king Henrie the eight.3

3

Quoted in Elizabeth Storey Donno, Abraham Fleming: A Learned
Corrector in 1586-87 (Studies in Bibliography, 42 [1989]), 205. For
Fleming’s involvement in the Chronicles, see William E. Miller, “Abraham
Fleming: Editor of Shakespeare's Holinshed,” in Texas Studies in Literature
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Fleming’s editorship of Holinshed’s work introduced a strong bias
into the 1587 Chronicles, which Stephen Booth describes as
“urgently and often violently, and sometimes grotesquely
Protestant and patriotic.” But Fleming was equally suspicious of
the Presbyterian sympathies of English puritans; he declares his
allegiances in dedicating his translation “To the Most Reverend
Father in God, John [Whitgift] Archbishop of Canterburie,” whose
enforcement of conformity among Anglican clergy saw a number
of Puritan agitators brought before the Star Chamber.4
The resistance of these reformers to Whitgift’s constraints
was, by extension, a resistance to the ecclesiastical authority of
Elizabeth herself. Presbyterian puritans refused to place the church
under the license of the state, and so refused to acknowledge the
queen as the “Supreme Governor” of the Church of England, her
rightful title according to the 1559 Act of Supremacy and the
Thirty-Nine Articles of 1562. So when Fleming turns his
translator’s attention to the passage from Book Three, his
rendering sounds a reprimand that resonates with his establishment
loyalties. It reads: “In midst for me shall Caesar be, and shall
possesse the church” (3.22). In Fleming’s line, Caesar’s central
and Language, 1 (1959-60), 89-100, and William Lowndes’s Bibliographers
Manual of English Literature (London, G. Bell & sons, 1871). Fleming’s
editorship of Holinshed’s work introduced a strong bias into the 1587
Chronicles, which Stephen Booth describes as “urgently and often violently,
and sometimes grotesquely Protestant and patriotic” (The book called
Holinshed's Chronicles : an account of its inception, purpose, contributors,
contents, publication, revision and influence on William Shakespeare [San
Francisco: Book Club of California, 1968], 66).

4

Abraham Fleming, The Bucoliks of Publius Virgilius Maro, prince
of all Latine poets; otherwise called his pastoralls, or shepeherds meetings.
Together with his Georgiks or ruralls, otherwise called his husbandrie,
conteyning foure books. All newly translated into English verse by A.F.
(London: By T[homas] O[rwin] for Thomas Woodcocke, dwelling in Paules
Churchyard at the signe of the black Beare, 1589).
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position is affirmed not only in his material presence in the
templum but also in his dominion over it.
Fleming’s insistence on Caesar’s possession, along with his
translation of templum as church, brings Virgil’s gesture into
contemporary significance, advancing a determined rallying cry in
support of Elizabeth’s rightful management over the Church of
England. The association of Elizabeth with Caesar is not
Fleming’s invention, but was culturally prevalent when his
translation was completed; the critic Jeffrey Kahan has
documented the proliferation of plays set in ancient Rome as
Elizabeth’s reign progressed, in order to demonstrate the degree to
which the nation internalized her self-representation as princeps—
Latin for prince and, not incidentally, the title first given to Virgil’s
emperor Augustus.5 Fleming’s translation makes use of the
cultural inscription of Caesar’s position onto Elizabeth, in order to
argue against her opponents, within and without England, that her
political authority contains her ecclesiastical authority, that
rightfully Caesar does indeed, as Fleming’s English has it,
“possess the church.”
The monarch’s role in church governance remains an issue
under consistent negotiation through the balance of Elizabeth’s
reign, and the issue is only amplified under her successors.
Thomas May’s translation of the Georgics appeared in 1628, in the
early years of Charles I’s reign. Though May is unfortunately
perhaps best remembered by modern readers through Marvell’s
sour elegy “Tom May’s Death,” and was derided during his own
lifetime as a would-be poet and a parliamentary stooge, he did gain
the patronage of Charles, who commissioned him to write metrical
histories of English monarchs in the early 1630s. Charles’s
encouragement may have led May to expect the post of Poet
Laureate upon the death of Ben Jonson in 1637, but he was
thwarted in this ambition when the laurels went instead to Sir
William Davenant. He subsequently quit the court, openly joining
5

Jeffrey Kahan. “Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and the Anticipation
of 1603,” Cithara, 44.1 (2004), 3-24.
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with the parliamentary party in 1640, for whose cause he produced
his best-known work, the 1647 apologetic History of the
Parliament of England.
Modern critics have been, perhaps, swayed by the
willingness of May’s contemporaries to ascribe his parliamentary
support to sour grapes at having been passed over for the laureate
position. But long before this formal political conversion, May
seems to have harbored a particular nostalgia for what he calls in
his History “The right waies of Queen Elizabeth, long ago
forsaken” and for the Elizabethan legislation which “established
the Reformed religion” and “settled a new interest in the State.”6
May’s account of Elizabethan history imagines a happy
conjunction of Reformed church and English state, administered
under the righteous authority of the English monarch. Though he
may have enjoyed some preferment in Charles’s court, May’s
reformist leanings seem to have been in place at an early age; he
attended Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, which Archbishop
Laud would later denounce as a hotbed of sedition and Puritanism
(the two terms being, of course, interchangeable in his estimation),
and at which May’s attendance overlapped Oliver Cromwell’s.
It is perhaps not remarkable that May’s commentary on the
relationship between religion and politics smacks of anti-Catholic
suspicion, even in the poems he produced at Charles’s command.
His 1633 narrative poem on Henry II, for example, written for
Charles, spares no criticism of Rome and its church—hardly a
politic stance in the court of Charles and Henrietta Maria.7
6

History of the Parliament of England which began November the
third, MDCXL. With a short and necessary view of some precedent yeares.
Written by Thomas May, Esquire, Secretary for the Parliament, Published by
Authority (London: Moses Bell for George Thomason, 1647), bk. 1, 12.; Preface
to History B2v. For May’s biography, consult Allan Griffith Chester, Thomas
May: Man of Letters, 1595-1650 (Philadelphia: 1932).
7

The Reign of King Henry The Second, Written in Seaven Bookes. By
his Majesties Command (London: A.M. for Benjamin Fisher, 1633).
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May’s objections to the influence of Rome are, as his praise
of Elizabeth’s “right waies” suggests, tied to his view that religious
governance must be bound up with English national polity; for
May, the sense of increasing sympathy for Rome among England’s
clergy constitutes an attack on the self-directing authority of the
English state, and compromises the monarch’s unified dominion
over church and state. Even before the ascension of Laud, there is
some evidence that May’s anxiety is well founded.
The growing fissure in the Church of England between
reformers and more conservative clerics was widened by the 1627
publication of John Cosin’s controversial volume A Collection of
Private Devotions in the practice of the Antient Church, called the
Hours of Prayers. Commissioned by Charles himself, Cosin’s text
scolds the English church for abandoning “Antient forms of piety”
(fol. A8r),8 and provides practical instruction toward a devotion
that, with its focus on works and the seven sacraments, feast days
and urgings to confession, strikingly resembles Catholic worship.
Apparently, many of his contemporaries thought as much; William
Prynne’s loud criticism of the book as yet another sign of the
rampant papistry under Charles was published under the title A
Brief Survay And Censvre of Mr Cozens His Couzening Deuotions.
Proving how the forme and matter of Mr Cozens his Booke of
Private Devotions or the Houres of Prayer, lately published, to be
meerely Popish.9
8

John Cosin, A collection of private deuotions: in the practise of the
ancient church Called the houres of prayer. As they were were after this
maner published by authority of Q. Eliz. 1560. Taken out of the Holy
Scriptures, the ancient Fathers, and the diuine seruice of our own Church
(London: Printed by R. Young, 1627).
9

Prynne’s title continues, trenchantly: “. . . to differ from the priuate
prayers authorized by Queene Elizabeth 1560. to be transcribed out of popish
authors, with which they are here paralelled: and to be scandalous and
preiudiciall to our Church, and aduantagious onely to the Church of Rome.
By William Prynne Gent. Hospiti Lincolniensis (London: Thomas Cotes,
1628).
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While it will be some years before May speaks out
explicitly in the History against the role of Charles’s “evil
counselors” among the clergy in religious matters, his translation
of our passage in Book Three offers its own admonition regarding
the monarch’s proper role in regard to church governance. May’s
version reads: “In midst shall Caesars altar stand; whose power/
Shall guard the Fane” (3.31-32).10 Note how May’s translation
departs from his Latin original, importing an “altar” in place of
Caesar himself, and registering Caesar’s power as invested in that
altar—invested sufficiently to “guard” the temple. Such a
defensive posture is absent from the Latin (if anything, tenebit has
offensive overtones). May’s translation implies that there is
something the temple requires defending from, and invokes
Caesar’s sacred investiture as a shield against it. May’s phrasing
links the altar’s protective quality to Caesar’s power, suggesting
that it is efficacious only if it is Caesar’s altar. May’s concerns
regarding Charles’s willingness to turn over religious polity to his
“evil counselors” seem to govern the translator’s embellishments
of his Latin source. In May’s translation, Caesar’s altar becomes a
doomed appeal for Charles to take up his divinely appointed role in
oversight of the English church.
May’s warning seems especially plangent when compared
with our third and final translation. John Ogilby’s Georgics was
published in late 1649, the same year that saw the English Civil
War’s decisive stroke in the regicide of Charles I. Unlike Thomas
May, Ogilby was a staunch royalist throughout his life. In 1637,
he was appointed Charles’s Master of the Revels in Ireland, where
he remained until the Irish Rebellion of 1641 drove him back to
England. Ogilby began translating Virgil, with the help of his
friend James Shirley, after his patrons dropped one after another
into exile or execution.
Though Ogilby’s livelihood was eventually restored with
Charles II’s monarchy, his Georgics, written in a darker hour, is
10

Virgil's Georgicks Englished. by Tho: May Esqr (London: Printed
by Humphrey Lownes for Thomas Walkley in Brittains Burse, 1628).
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the most despairing of the translations. Its pervasive sense of
hopelessness seeps into the line we’ve been exploring from Book
Three, which Ogilby translates as follows: “Amidst the fane, shall
Caesar’s statue be” (3.17, italics in original).11 In contrast to the
Latin original, and the two earlier translations, in Ogilby’s line
there is no talk of possession, of ownership, of defense. He omits
“tenebit” entirely. Likewise, there is no sign of Caesar himself;
only Caesar’s statue stands powerlessly in the middle of the
temple, stripped in translation of either defensive or offensive
force, bereft of vitality.
Ogilby’s royalist sympathies find expression earlier in the
poem as well. At the conclusion of Virgil’s first book, the poet
prays to the Roman gods for Rome’s security following the
calamities of civil war, pleading “hunc saltem everso iuvenem
succurrere saeclo/ ne prohibete” (1.500-501), which is to say “at
least do not prevent this youth from succoring a world uptorn.”
But in Ogilby’s hands, “this youth” who is to save the war-torn
nation is transformed into a more specific figure: “Ah! for young
Caesar now your selves ingage/ That he again repair this ruined
age” (1.507-508). Ogilby’s decision to identify the youth as
“young Caesar” articulates the anxiety of the royalist party as the
English Civil War heads to its bloody close, their hopes now fixed
on a second Charles, a young prince with his father’s name, who
may “again repair” the social structures uptorn by the English Civil
War and—in Ogilby’s view—the impious depredations of Brutus’s
political heirs.
Despite the suggestive social commentary performed by
these three Renaissance translators, their translations of Virgil’s
middle poem have gone largely unregarded by literary critics. In
The Georgic Revolution, his seminal work on the development of
the georgic mode in early modern literature, Anthony Low
mentions our three translators only once, and only in a footnote,

11

The works of Publius Virgilius Maro translated by John Ogilby
(London : Printed by T.R. and E.M. for John Crook, 1649).
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without additional comment (17 n. 13).12 This critical elision
persists in the half-dozen other significant works on the status of
the georgic in seventeenth-century England.13
Dwight L. Durling’s classic survey Georgic Tradition in
English Poetry refers to the three translations considered in this
essay only in an appendixed list of “Translations of Didactic
Poetry into English to 1850” (219).14 Surveying the reception
history of Virgil’s poem in Renaissance England, Classics scholar
L. P. Wilkinson mentions only Fleming’s translation, and only to
dismiss it:
No one translated the poem as a whole into English until 1589,
when Abraham Fleming made what was avowedly a mere
crib; and it does not seem to have been much admired (296).15
12

The footnote appears in the context of Low’s declaration that “in
English poetry the georgic is usually said to begin with Dryden’s translation
of Virgil’s Eclogues and Georgics, which was published in 1697” (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1985, 16). Low’s decision to overlook the three
earlier translations is especially odd in light of his observation, concerning
Henry Vaughan’s translation of Neolatin rural poetry, that “The personal
views of a translator…are revealed by what he chooses to translate as well as
by what he changes from the original” (25).
13

One notable exception is Alastair Fowler’s essay “The Beginnings of
English Georgic,” which works to establish the cultural currency of the georgic
mode throughout “the first Protestant century” (107). Arguing for the relevance
of the georgic mode—and particularly Virgil’s Georgics—to English poetry
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (long before Dryden’s translation
signaled the modishness of the convention), Fowler acknowledges that “some of
the earliest English activity [in georgic literature] was in editing or translation”
of ancient texts, including Virgil’s (116). However, Fowler mentions only two
of the three translations considered here—Fleming’s and May’s—and these only
once, in a single sentence (116-117). Fowler’s essay appears in Barbara Kiefer
Lewalski, ed., Renaissance Genres: Essays on Theory, History, and
Interpretation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1986).
14
15

New York: Columbia University Press, 1935.

The Georgics of Virgil: A Critical Survey (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1969).
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And though the 1992 collection Culture and Cultivation in Early
Modern England concerns itself explicitly with “interactions
between husbandry and writing” (1), during a period in which “the
georgic came into its own” (8), only Ogilby is mentioned—not for
his translation but rather for the illustrations which accompany it,
in order to compare them with Dryden’s.16
Despite—or perhaps because of—the general modern
neglect of these translations, critics have seemed content to believe
that the georgic flourished only in England’s Augustan age,
following Dryden’s translation, when the nation had become
committed to an austere course of industrious labor. Even
Anthony Low, who sets out to demonstrate the persistence of
georgic themes and imagery across the seventeenth century, and
“as early as Spenser” (117), holds that a general aristocratic
prejudice against the abasements of agricultural work (and its
Puritan associations) produced a resistance to the principle of
virtuous labor that animates the georgic mode during much of the
period. But this account effectively limits the interpretive scope of
Virgil’s Georgics, reducing the project to its attempts to “come
face to face with the realistic details of farming life, see them for
what they are, yet accept and even glorify them”17—as a sort of
farmer’s almanac in verse—instead of recognizing the complex
interplay of social and political arguments that undergird Virgil’s
rural descriptions.

16

Culture and Cultivation in Early Modern England: Writing and the
Land, edited by Michael Leslie and Timothy Raylor (Leicester: Leicester
University Press, 1992), 210-211, 219. Dealing primarily with negotiations of
the georgic mode in eighteenth-century literature, John Chalker’s The English
Georgic: A Study in the Development of a Form (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1969) devotes an entire chapter to Dryden’s translation,
which he identifies as the strongest spur to georgic writing in eighteenthcentury England. Chalker does not mention any of the three Renaissance
translations.
17

Low, The Georgic Revolution, 23.
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Our three Renaissance translators do not make this mistake,
but recognize, and seize upon, the rich opportunity for political
commentary and critique readily available in the poem. Fleming,
May, and Ogilby do not shrink from using Virgil’s complex
middle poem to comment on their local crises of state and religion;
indeed, with its backdrop of civil conflict and political ambiguity,
Virgil’s text seems to offer an ideal forum for such negotiations.
Under the auspices of Virgil’s venerable antiquity, these three
translators each weigh in on one of the central points of significant
religio-political anxiety during the Tudor and Stuart periods, using
Virgil’s ancient civic strife as both shield and object lesson for
more contemporary divisions and instabilities—a practice which,
it’s worth noting, Virgil’s translators continue to this day.
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